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Gifted but vile

: IT IS perfectly possible to admire an artist’s
: skill and cordially loathe his work. Ina

bracing essay, George Orwell once declared

: that the paintings of Salvador Dali were
: brilliant but that they should be burnt by the

: public executioner.

I find myself in a similar position with

: Neil LaBute, an American dramatist who is
: probably best known here for a couple of

: low-budget films, In the Company of Men

: and Your Friends & Neighbors.

‘Watching his trilogy of “latterday” plays

: — a series of Alan Bennett-style Talking
Heads for murderous Mormons — there is no

king LaBute's ical skill, his

: ability to get under the skin of both his

: characters and the audience. But there is an
: imaginative nastiness here, combined with a
: failure of compassion, that makes the flesh

: creep.

LaBute, himself a practising Mormon —

: though not, I would imagine, among his

: Church’s most favoured sons — might

: respond that he is merely reminding the

: audience of the existence of sin, an

: unfashionable concept these days. But like

: an old-style, hell-fire preacher, he seems so
: obsessed with darkness and evil that he has
: evidently forgotten the possibility of grace
: and redemption. Worse still, he puts one in

ind of the kind of sanctimonious cleric who

is secretly turned on by the sins that he
: professes to condemn.

Normally T would be reluctant to give

: away too much about the plots of plays like
: this, for the characters’ confessions are
 miniature psychological thrillers. Anyone

. with a smattering of the classics, however,

. will realise that LaBute gives a good deal of
: the game away himself.

The first play, Medea Redux, concerns a

diIP but endearing young woman who was

by a school at the age of 14

: and became pregnant. No prizes for guessing
. what she does to her own 14-year-old son to

: gain a long-delayed revenge on the man who
. abandoned her.

Similarly, in Iphigenia in Orem (Orem is a

: suburb of Salt Lake City) we are confronted
: by a cadaverous businessman in a hotel

. bedroom, who tells us a terrible story about

- his dead daughter that bears strong parallels
with Agamemmnon’s sacrifice of Iphigenia.

In the final piece, 4 Gaggle of Saints, two

: wholesome, all-American Mormon college

: kids take it in turns to describe the strength

. and purity of their love for each other. The

: girl is all apple-pie niceness, but the boy,

. John, combines bumptious self-righteousness
. with a streak of violence, and the play

E climaxes with a vile account of queer-

. bashing in Central Park. Here LaBute’s

E writing becomes almost pornographic in the
t physical minutiae of its description of

violence.
There is no mistaking LaBute’s skill. Each
character has a persuasive and compelling

. tone of voice, and the monologues are
: developed with great subtlety, each fatality
F followed by a neat and nasty twist.

The plays are also exceedingly well acted,
by an American cast. Mary McCormack
doubles impressively as the confused and
vulnerable latterday Medea and the
sweet 'n' smug girlfriend; Zeljko Ivanek is
notably intense and greasily familiar as the
confiding middl A
while Matthew Lillard has the authentic
face of smiling, privileged thuggery as the
gay-basher.

There is, however, no escaping the fact
that these plays are repellent. In depicting
such Mormons, LaBute is presumably locked
in some Kkind of private struggle with his own
faith. I find it hard to care. If his work tells
us anything about him it is that he is a
misanthropic creep, and an evening in the
company of those other ghastly Mormons,
the Osmond family, would be more enjoyably
spent.

Until March 11. Tickets: 020 7359 4404
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